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  Mickey Spillane and The Murder Room


   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
  by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of
  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
  decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Chapter One


  They had left him for dead in the middle of a pool of blood in his own bedroom, his belly slit open like gaping barn doors, the hilt of the knife wedged against his sternum.
  But the only trouble was that he had stayed alive somehow, his life pumping out, managing to knock the telephone off the little table and dial me. Now he was looking up at me with seconds left and
  all he could do was force out the words, Mike . . . there wasnt no reason.


  I didnt try to fake him out. He knew what was happening. I said, Who, Lippy?


  His lips fought to frame the sentence. Nobody I . . . not the kind. . . . No reason, Mike. No reason.


  And then Lippy Sullivan died painfully but quickly.


  I went out in the hallway of the shabby brownstone rooming house and walked up to the front apartment that had SUPER scrawled across the top panels in faded white paint and gave it a rap with
  the toe of my shoe. Inside, somebody swore hoarsely and a chair scraped across bare wood. Two locks and a bolt rasped in their sockets and the door cracked open on a safety chain.


  The fat-faced guy with the beery breath squinted up at me in the light from behind him, then his eyes narrowed, not liking what he saw. Yeah?


  You got a phone, buddy?


  What if I do?


  You can let me use it.


  Drop dead. He started to close the door, but I already had my foot in the crack.


  I said, Open up.


  For a second his jowls seemed to sag, then he got his beer courage back up again. You a cop? Lets see your badge.


  Ill show you more than a badge in a minute.


  This time he didnt try smart-mouthing me. I let him close the door, slide the chain off, then pushed in past him. The room was a homegrown garbage collection, but I found the phone behind
  a pile of empty six-pack cartons, dialed my number and a solid Brooklyn voice said, Homicide South, Sergeant Woods.


  Captain Chambers in? This is Mike Hammer.


  Behind me a beer can popped open and the fat guy slid onto a chair.


  When the phone was picked up I said, Hi, Pat. I got a stiff for you.


  Softly, Pat muttered, Damn, Mike . . .


  Hell, I told him, I didnt do it.


  Okay, give me the details.


  I gave him the address on West Forty-sixth, Lippys full name and told him the rest could wait. I didnt want the guy behind me getting an earful and Pat got the message. He told me
  a squad car was on the way and hed be right behind it. I hung up and lit a butt.


  It was an election year and all the new brooms were waiting to sweep clean. The old ones were looking to sweep cleaner. It was another murder now, a nice, messy newspaper-type murder and
  both sides would love to make me a target. Id been in everybodys hair just too damn long, I guess.


  When I turned around the fat guy was sweating. The empty beer can had joined the others on the table beside him.


  Whos . . . the stiff?


  A tenant named Lippy Sullivan.


  Whod want to kill him?


  I shoved my hat back and walked over to where he was sitting and let him look at the funny grin I knew I was wearing. He have anybody in with him tonight?


  Listen, Mister . . .


  Just answer me.


  I didnt hear nothin.


  How long you been here? I said.


  All night. I been sitting here all night and I didnt hear nothin.


  I let the grin go a little bigger and the grin wasnt pretty at all. You better be right, I told him. Now sit here some more and think about things and maybe something
  might come back to you.


  He gave me a jerky nod, reached for another beer and watched me leave. I went back to Lippys room, nudged the door open and stepped inside again. Somebody was going to give me hell for
  not calling an ambulance, but I had seen too many dead men to be bothered taking a call away from somebody who might really need it.


  Death was having a peculiar effect on the body. In just a few minutes it had released the premature aging and all the worry had relaxed from his face. I said softly, Adios, Lippy,
  then took a good look at the room. Not that there was much to see. There were hundreds more just like it in the neighborhood, cheap one-room fleabags with a bed, some assorted pieces of furniture
  and a two-burner gas range on top of a secondhand dresser in one corner. The only thing that looked new was an inexpensive daybed against the far wall and from the way the mattress sagged on the
  brass four-poster I could see why hed needed it.


  I used a handkerchief, pulled out the dresser drawers, and fingered through the odds and ends that made up Lippys wardrobe. Nothing was neat or orderly, but that was Lippy, all right.
  Just another guy alone who didnt give a damn about having ironed socks and shorts. The closet held a single wrinkled suit, some work clothes carelessly tossed onto hooks, two pairs of worn
  shoes and an old Army raincoat. I patted the pockets down. One pair of pants held three singles and a lunch ticket. There was nothing else.


  Outside I heard the whine of a siren coming closer, then cut out when the squad car reached the building. I went over and elbowed the door open. Two uniformed cops came in properly geared for
  action. I said, Over here. Another car pulled up and I heard a door slam. Pat hadnt wasted any time.


  The lab technicians had dusted, photographed and taken the body away. All that was left of Lippy was a chalked outline on the floor beside the sticky damp sawdust that had
  soaked up his blood. I walked over and sat on the couch and waited until Pat slumped wearily into a chair that looked as tired as he was.


  Finally Pat said, You ready now, Mike?


  I nodded.


  Want me to take notes? Pat asked.


  Youll get the report in the morning. Lets make it real official.


  Wed better. I know people whod like to burn your ass for anything at all. They might even make it on this one. So lets hear the story. Once more, from the
  top.


  Lippy . . . Lipton Sullivan, I said. We went to school together. He dropped out at the ninth grade and we met up again in the Army for a while. No record I know of. Just a
  hard-luck character who couldnt make it in this world. Two years ago I got him a job checking out groceries in a wholesale warehouse.


  See him often?


  Only once since then. We had a couple of drinks together. He insisted on buying. Nice guy, but a born loser.


  Pat rubbed his hand across his eyes before looking up. Heavy drinker?


  Nope. He rarely touched the stuff.


  Broads?


  I told you he was a loser. Besides, he never was a big one for women. They seemed to be mutually unattractive to one another.


  This time Pat waited a long time before he spoke. I dont like it, Mike.


  I cant blame you.


  No . . . I dont mean that.


  So?


  Youre involved, old buddy. I know what happens when you get involved. Right now you sit there and play it cool, but you know youre damn well involved . . .


  Nuts, I said. He was a guy I knew, thats all.


  He didnt call the cops, Mike. He called you. When was the last time he did that?


  When I got him that job. He thanked me.


  That was two years ago, you said. You changed your number since then.


  I grinned at him and reached for a cigarette. Youre still pretty sharp, kid, I told him. No phone directory here, no memos in the papers on him so he must have
  memorized my new number.


  Something like that.


  Maybe he wanted to thank me again.


  Can it.


  So Im his only famous friend. I fired up the butt and blew a stream of gray smoke toward the ceiling.


  Lets take the other reason why I dont like it.


  Go ahead.


  For a nothing guy like him its too nasty a kill. Now suppose we see how smart you still are, friend.


  I glanced over at the discolored sawdust and felt my mouth turn sour. One of three things. A psycho kill, a revenge kill or a torture kill. He could have stayed alive a long time with his
  belly slit open before somebody pounded the knife into his chest.


  Which one, Mike? Pats voice had a curious edge to it.


  My own voice sounded strange. I dont know yet.


  Yet?


  Why dont you handle it your own way? I said.


  Id love to, but I got that funny feeling again, Mike. Sometimes I can smell the way you think.


  Not this time.


  Okay, Ill buy it for now. See you in the morning?


  Roger, kiddo.


  The Blue Ribbon Restaurant on West Forty-fourth had closed an hour ago, but George and his wife were keeping Velda company in a corner booth over endless pots of coffee, and
  when I came in she gave me one of those You did it again looks and propped her chin on her hands, patiently waiting for an explanation. I sat down next to her, brushed my lips across
  that beautiful auburn pageboy roll of hair that curled around her shoulders and patted her thigh gently. Sorry, honey, I said.


  George shook his head in mock wonder and poured my coffee. How you can stand up somebody like your girl here gets me, Mike. Now you take a Greek like me . . .


  His wife threw the hooks right into him. To see my husband, I have to work the cash register. He loves this place more than he does me.


  Business is business, I reminded her.


  Velda let her hand fall on top of mine and the warmth of her skin was like a gentle massage. What happened, Mike?


  Lippy Sullivan got himself sliced to death.


  Lippy?


  Dont ask me why. That cat never did anything to get himself a smack in the eye. Somebody just got to him and took him apart. It could have been for any reason. Hell, in that
  neighborhood, you can get knocked off for a dime. Look at that wino last week . . . murder for a half bottle of muscatel. Two days before and a block away some old dame gets mugged and killed for a
  three-dollar take. Great. Fun City at its best. If the pollution doesnt get you, the traffic will. If you live through those two youre fair game for the street hunters. So stay under
  the lights, kids, and carry a roll of quarters in your fist. The damn liberals havent outlawed money as a deadly weapon yet.


  Veldas fingers squeezed around mine. Did they find anything?


  What the hell would Lippy have? A few bucks in his pocket, an almost punched-out lunch ticket, and some old clothes. But the labll come up with something. Any nut who killed like
  that wouldnt be careful about keeping it clean. Its just a stupid murder that happened to a nice guy.


  Nobody heard anything? Velda asked me.


  The way he got sliced he wasnt about to yell or anything else. Anybody could have walked in there, knocked on his door, got in and laid a blade on him. The front door was open, the
  super had his TV going and a belly full of beer and if anybody on the block saw anything they havent said so this far.


  Mike . . . you said he had a few dollars . . .


  Stuffed into his watch pocket, I interrupted. They dont even make pants with them any more.


  There has to be a reason for murder, Mike.


  Not always, I told her. Not any more. Its getting to be a way of life.


  We finished our coffee, said so long to George and his wife and grabbed a cab on the corner of Sixth Avenue. It was a corner I couldnt remember any longer. All the old places were gone
  and architectural hangovers towered into the night air, the windows like dimly lit dead eyes watching the city gasping harder for breath every day.


  New York was going to hell with itself. A monumental tombstone to commercialism.


  When we reached Veldas apartment she looked at me expectantly. Nightcap?


  Can I pass this time?


  Youre rough on a womans ego. I had something special to show you.


  Id be lacking appreciation tonight, kitten.


  Her gentle smile told me all I needed to know. She had been around me too long not to recognize the signs. You have to do it, Mike.


  Just to make sure. The damn thing bugs me.


  I understand. Ill see you at the office tomorrow. She leaned over, tasted my mouth with hers and brushed her fingers down my cheek. I said good night, watched her go into
  the building and told the driver to take me home.


  The killing of Lippy Sullivan was only a one-column squib in the morning papers, the body being reported as having been discovered by a friend. Political news, a suspected
  gangland rubout of a prominent hood and the latest antics of a jet set divorce trial made Lippy the nonentity in death that he was in life.


  My official statement had been taken down by a bored steno, signed, and Pat and I sat back to enjoy the cardboard-container tasting coffee. Ever since I had come in he had been giving me a
  funny, wary-eyed look and I was waiting for him to spit out what was on his mind. He took his own sweet time about it, swinging around in his swivel chair and making small talk.


  Finally Pat said, We were lucky on this one, buddy.


  How?


  Your name didnt bring the grand explosion I thought it would.


  I shrugged and took a sip of the coffee. It was bitter. Maybe the old days are gone.


  Not with this bunch in office. When Schneider got knocked off last night it gave them something bigger to play with.


  I put the empty container on his desk and sat back. Quit playing games, Pat, I said.


  He stopped swinging in the chair and gave me another of those looks again. I got the lab report. A practically untraceable knife, no prints on the weapon at all . . . nothing. The only
  prints on the doorknob were yours, so the killer apparently used gloves. Six other sets of prints were picked up in the room . . . Lippys, the supers, two guys from the furniture
  store on Eighth Avenue who moved in a couch for him and two unidentified. The super had the idea that Lippy was friendly with a guy upstairs who used to have a beer with him now and then. He moved
  out a week ago. No forwarding address.


  And the other set?


  Were running them through R and I now. If we dont have anything, Washington may come up with a lead.


  Youre sure going to a lot of trouble, I said.


  Murders are murders. Were not concerned with a pedigree.


  This is old Mike youre jazzing now, friend. Youre making like it was a prime project.


  Pat waited a minute, his face tight, then: You holding back, Mike?


  For Petes sake, what the hell kind of a deal is this? So I knew the guy. We werent roommates. You get a lousy kill in your lap and right away you got me slanted for working
  an angle. Come off it.


  Okay, relax. But dont say I havent got just cause, kid. Knowing a guys enough to get you kicking around and thats just what I dont want.


  Balls.


  All right, he told me, we checked Lippy out . . . his employers gave him a clean bill. He worked hard at a low-paying job, never any absenteeism, he was a friendly,
  well-liked guy . . . no previous history of trouble, didnt drink, gamble, and he paid his bills. He got himself killed, but he had memorized your number beforehand.


  Pat stopped for a second and I said, Go on.


  The lab came up with something else. There were traces of tape adhesive around his mouth. Nobody heard him yell because he didnt. Your friend Lippy was gagged, tortured and finally
  stabbed to death. The way we reconstructed it was that the killer simply walked in off the street, knocked on the door, was admitted, knocked Lippy out, searched the place and when he didnt
  find what he was after, took him apart with a knife.


  I looked at Pat curiously and said, Nice, real nice. Why dont you fill in the holes? I was there too.


  Pat nodded and sat back again, still watching me. There was a contusion behind Lippys ear that apparently came from a padded billy. Certain articles were out of position indicating
  a search of the premises. Or did you poke around?


  A little, I admitted. I didnt disturb anything.


  This was a search. Expert, but noticeable.


  For what?


  Thats what Id like to know. I got another one of those long searching looks again. He was your friend, Mike. What arent you telling me?


  Man, youre a hard one to convince.


  Let the details filter upstairs to one of those new bright boys in the D.A.s office and theyll be even harder to convince. Right now theres not much noise because
  Lippy wasnt much of a guy, but somebodys going to read these reports, and somebodys going to start making waves. And, friend, theyll break right over your
  head.


  Once more around the track, Pat, I said. You know everything I know. Just hope those prints show something. If I can think of anything youll get it fast and in
  triplicate. Whos assigned to the case?


  Jenkins and Wiley. Theyve been drawing all blanks too. Nobody saw or heard anything. Wileys been using an informer we have on the block and the guy says the talk is square.
  The oddballs are coming and going in that neighborhood all the time and nobody pays any attention to them. They might come up with a lead, but the longer it takes the slimmer the chances
  are.


  Sorry about that.


  Pat grunted and gave me a relieved grin. Okay, pal. I dont like to lay it on either. I guess there can be one kill in the city that doesnt have to have you involved in
  it.


  I stood up and put on my hat. Hell, I said, Im too old for that crap any more anyway.


  He gave me another of those unintelligible grunts and nodded thoughtfully. Yeah, sure you are, he said.


  The cabbie wanted to edge out of the heavy traffic so he cut over to Eighth Avenue going north and stayed in the fire lane, making the lights at a leisurely pace. I cranked the
  window down and let the thick air of the city slap at the side of my face, heavy with smells from the sidewalk markets, laced with the acrid tang of exhaust fumes that belched out of laboring
  trucks and buses. The voice of the city kept up its incessant growl, like a dog who didnt know whom to pick on and settled on everybody in general. Most people out there never even heard
  the voice, I thought. Even the smells were the natural condition of things. Someday I was going to get the hell out of here. I was glad I had nothing to do about Lippy. So he was a guy I
  knew. I knew lots of guys. Some were alive. Some were dead.


  Then we were almost at Forty-sixth Street and I wondered who the hell I thought I was fooling and told the driver to pull over and let me out. I handed him a couple of singles, slammed the door,
  watched him pull away and crossed the street over to where Lippy Sullivan had died such a messy death. All I could say to myself was, Damn!
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